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of some of the ultimates no one would deny that there.!s a
scholastic Metaphysic.
Very much the same process was tOllowed in evolving the
norms ot beauty.

Aristotle accept$d the problem from his master,
.10 47

Plato, and worked out what he thought was an adequate explanation
for the beautitul. l

Plotinus, Longinus, and st. Augustine

stimulated interest in the problem
towards its tinal solution.

an.

added helpful notes

Finally the Angelic Doctor with

his genius for synthesis assembled these fragments into a
foundation that .as to serve as a starting point and directive
for the later theorists.
Although Aquinas has not developed his
doctrine of the beautiful in the same exhaustive way as that in which he dealt with
Logic, Metaphysics, and Ethics, each word
he has let fallon the subject contains
the germ ot a theory, and opans up
immense horizons ot thought.

fo

It is' in this foundation that we find the constants that can be
studied as the Scholastic Canons of Aesthetics.
It is only the objective or metaphysical aspects ot the
beautiful that shall be treated here, not the subjective or
~

psychological.

And that for two reasons.

First, st. TholJlB"s

treats almost exclusively ot the metaphysical phase.

1
2

The

Cf. Aristotle, Ketaphysics,_' 1003 b 20, and 1013 a 22.
Callahan, Leonard, (O.P.), A Theory ot Esthetic Accordin§

.!2 ~ Principles.2.! ~. ThOmas Aqufiiis, catholic University, Washington, D. C., 1927,

20.

,

great stress was not on the psychological in his day
in ours.

.

a. it is

Secondly, the majority ot disputes among the phil-

osophers concern the psychological perception, not the objective toundation, and since we wish to deal with the points
,

.

on which there is agreement we shall ,void this nno man's
land" ot the psychological.
Since Grabmann, Mandonnet, and De Wulf3 all agree in
condemning the

~ ~lchro !!~,

once attributed to st.

Thomas, as spurious, no matter contained in it will be considered as expressing the sentiments of Thomas.

As this was

the only work that purported to be an explicit treatment on
the beautitul by the Angelic Doctor, we are forced to gather
his views from briet passages in his other works.
With this as a pretace then, we are ready to determine as
tar

.....

&S

possible just what are the Scholastic canons ot beauty;

what we mean by satire, and to see it, and how far, these norms
of beauty can be applied to satire.

""

3 For the opinions on this work ct. Mandonnet, Des ecrits
authentiques de S. Thomas, Fribourg, 1910; Gracman Ble
Echten SChrlttin-aes Hi. Th. Von AqUjn, Munster 192~
De WUlt, Medleval~iIOioRhI,-uarvar , 1922, 136.
'

,

.'

CHAPTER II

THE GENERAL PRINCIPLES OF SCHOLASTIC AESTHETICS
Three notes stand out preeminently in all the Scholastic
tenets of the beautiful.

They are tntegrity, proportion or

order, and clarity or splendor of the form.

Around this

Although some of
.
the Schoolmen express their ideas in various ways it Is safe to

trinity all the other notes group themselves.

say their concepts include these three notes explicitly, or at
least implicitly.

Indeed, a study of the nature of these con-

cepts will show why they are of necessity included in the idea
of the beautiful, even if not always referred to specifically
by the theorists.
We can take our lead for the requisites of beauty from
Thomas Aquinas when he writes,
For beauty includes three conditions,
integrity or perfection, since those
things which are impaired are by the
very fact ugly; due proportion or harmony; and lastly, brightness, or
clarity, whence things are called
beautiful which have a bright color. 1

,
1

Ad pulchritudinem tria requiruntur. Primo quidem Integ: .
ritaa, aive perfectioj quae en~ diminuta sunt, hoo ipso
turpia sunt; et debita proportio, sive consonantia; et iterum
Qlaritas, unhde quae h.bent oolorem nitidem pulchra esse
dlcuntur. T omaa Aqu1nas, Summa Theo1ogica, Marietti,
Taurini, 1937, tom. I, I, q. 39, a. 8. Trsl. from
The Summa TheolE!!ca Of st. Thomas Aguinas, trsl. by the
PiIhers of tbe
lian-Dominican ~roV1nce, Burns, Oates,
and Washbourne, London, 1921, II, 147.

5

This first element of beauty. integrity or perfection •• requires
some further study if we are to have a clear notion of exactly
what it is.

,. '"

Thomas, speaking of integrity. ,says that it is twofold.
One kind which is considered as the first perfection and consists in the very existence of a thing; the other is considered
as the s'econd perfection and 'is the operation of the thing. 2
Callahan in explaing this point of integrity writes,
The condition of integrity requires
that an object lack no essential parts.
functions or elements. -However, there
is more to this condition than a mere
negative side; integrity implies a positive fullness. completeness. a richness
of perfection such as can call forth the
attention of the cognitive faculties and
provoke a lively pleasure. 3
All of this really comes down to the fact that an object
of beauty must be complete in its essentials and in its
functions.

But how preCisely is this to be applied to the

arts--those works fashioned by man which we consider beautiful?
We say that a piece of art has integrity if all the parts
it contain" fit together properly and contribute actively to

2

Duplex est integritas. Una quae attenditur secundum perfectionem primam. quae consistit in ipso esse rei; alia
quae attenditur secundum perfectionem secundam, quae consistit in operatione. Thomas AqUinas, Commentarium in
Libros Sententiarum, IV, dist. 26, q. 2, a. 4, c •• inOpera Omnia, Petrus Fiaccadorus, Parmae, 1857, VII, 923.

3

Callahan. 58.

6

make up the whole.

This·means that there is no lack ot' essential

parts, that the work is a complete whole, and that all the parts
are joined together by an ideal £orm which makes the organized
parts an organic whole.

Aristotle shows how this applies to

literature when he writes
We have laid it down that a tragedy
is an imitation o£ an action that is
complete in itsel£, as a wbple •••
Now a whole is that which His a beginning, a middle, and an end. A beginning is that which is not itself
necessarily after anything else, and
which has naturally something a£ter it;
an end is that which is naturally atter
something else, either as its necessary
or usual consequent, and with nothing
else a£ter it; and a middle, that which
is by nature a£ter one thing and has
also another after it. A well-constructed plot, therefore cannot either
begin or end at any point one likes;
beginning and end in it must be the
£orms just described.4
This is also veri£ied In other £orms of lIterature.
For example, in a poem we look to see if all the parts contribute to the whole e£fect desired by the poet.

A poem is an

un£olding o£ language, and language is a symbolic £orm of
thought.

Thought always includes motion.
~

A

poem, therefore·, is

a representation of thought in motion--a thought moving inn one ' .
direction, having a beginning £rom which all the movements of all
the related, interlacing, and subordinate thoughts o£ the whole
poem begin; the poem ha's a middle through which all the thoughts
4

Samuel
i

Aristotle's Theor

Of Poetr

-and Fine

7

of the poem must flow; and an end in which they all firtally
culminate.

This interflow and interrelation of thought con-

stitutes the integrity of the poem.

Placcus calls it a"living

unity" when he notes,
The beautiful is co~pI.te and all of
a piece. The unity that it has is a
living unity; a common life flows back
and forth from part to part and glows
with a warmth and glamour if every enhanced and enhancing part. Plotinus and
c.ertain medieval writers were aware of
this: The smoothness and suavitas they
pointed to in the beautiful were nothing
but the result of this interflow; and
their nitidas is more than brIghtness or
brilliance, It is a shared luminosity-an interglow that is the living light
of the form and all its parts. 5
This full complement of essential parts becomes clearer
in the study of painting.

We cannot admire anything as

beautiful in a picture unless it exists in its fullness, or at

.....

least some part of it which retains all the necessary elements,
lines, and coloring that make it a complete portion.

As a

minimum that part of the picture must be present which is
I'

studied for its beauty.

The same holds for architecture, sculp-

ture, and muSic, wherein we desire a complete cathedral, statue,
~

or symphony, at least structurally speaking.

..

.

It follows, therefore, that any lack of this "first
perfection", any diminution of this being of a thing makes an

5

Placcus, Louis W., The Spirit and Substance Of Art,
F. S. Crofts and CO:;-New York;-i93l, 234. -----

8

object ugly in some way or other.

A bombed cathedral_·a

crippled limb_ a tornado-torn forest are not beautiful in so far
as they lack integrity_ that campleteness or beirig which they
should have by their very nature.

In art too_ the unfinished
.~

or the broken are in some way ugly Decause they fall short of
the ideal_ or that first perfection which they should have for
their total organic completeness.

Ho,at times portions can

have beauty and also integrity is explained by Callahan.
The objection based upon the universal
approbation of the beauty of the Venus de
Milo and other specimens of art which seem
to disprove the condition of integrity
which we posit for beauty_ vanishes when
it is understood that this factor is relative_ and dependent upon the object and
aims of a work. More than this_ the integrity
of any object of beauty must be considered
not only in relation to the work itselt,
but also in regard to·the capacities of the
subject.
Pinally with reference to integrity
it is to be remembered that certain
aspects ot a whole object may be considered apart as distinct entities_ and
found beautiful.6

.~.

Although this "first perfection" is important, there is
a perfection of still greater importance.
perfection~

This is the "second

of function_ or of operation of the being.

In-

tegrity of tunction is that perfection which demands the natural
acttv1ty ot every essential element that is part
perfection" of existence.
6

Callahan_ 57.

o~

the "first

The thing which is must act like

,

No

what it is.
of art.

distorti~n

.'

9

of nature is permissible in a work

Men in literature must act like men.

In painting and

sculpture wrenched limbs, elongated ears and noses, and square
cheeks that serve no good purpose cannot be said to have
,;P

integrity of function.

.q

Every wrinkle of a face, or every twig

of a tree need not be shown, but every detail that is taken
from the model should be .in

conformit~

with the normal activity

of the organ or element first in nature, and secondly in the
art product.

Anything that is added for its own sake, i. e.

for no good functional reason, would be ugly because it would
be outside the pale of integrity and the being of beauty.
The cond1t1on of 1ntegr1ty requires
that an object of beauty lack-no essential
parts, funct10ns or elements. However
there 1s more to th1s cond1t1on than a
mere negative s1de; integr1ty implies a
pos1t1ve fullness, completeness, a
r1chness of pertect10n such as can call
forth the attent10n of the cogn1t1ve
facult1es and provoke a l1vely pleasure.?
The two perfections ot ex1stence and'operat1on are not
enough.

They are but negat1ve aspects.

A work of art must also'

have pos1tive fullness in order to arouse our cognit1ve faculties
This pos1t!ve fullness 1s requ1red to st1r our aesthet1c sense
completely.

There must be a suff1cent reason for the work of

art to produce 1n us its proper effect.
produce a full effect.
7

Ibid., 58.

Only a full cause can

Th1s pos1t1ve fullness 1s produced by

10

the artist when he"idealizes" the form he tinds in nature.

In

his work ot art the artist subtracta whatever militates against
the complete realization ot the form, and then adds the correct
accidental forms or notes which bring out the substantial torm
in all its splendor.

An artist giv~~ia work integrity when

he gives everything that pertains essentially and tunctionally
to the torm; when, in brief, he makes the mere organized parts
an organic whole.

•

A failure here, just as one with regard to

and functions, destroys or d1minishes the beauty

the~ementa

of a work because it impairs the integrity.
This brings us to the second ontological e'lement of beauty,
and we tind that there is almost universal agreement on the
necessity ot aome kind or other ot proportion.
Under some form or other this
doctrine haa gained almost universal
acceptance trom the time ot Aristotle
down to the present'day; but the
expression of the theory most frequently
encountered is that which statestthat
ontological beauty is based on unity
amid variety.8
We can with Speckbaugh define proportion as -that quality
of an

arti~ic

production the presence of which results in the

satisfying relation as to size, quantity, value or importance
8 Ibid., 61.

11.

between the parts and the

who~e

and the parts to each other."g
4'

It is the arrangement of. several things according to some common
principle, or as the popular phrase has it "unity amid variety".

..,

The concept of porportion brings with it, we might say, includes
a number of related notions that

f~o~

naturally from the

,

qualities of unity and variety.
ness itself.

The first of these is this one-

An artistic production must have organic wholeness,

or in terms of proportion, the parts q"f the organism must be
related to the whole.

From this it is quite obvious that to

have order the work must have parts.
a single dot on a paper.

One could not set in order

In short we must have a certain varietJ

for if beauty must have order it must have the diversity of parts
which is essential to the notion of order and proportion.
If mere variety, however, sufficed for beauty any bargain
counter would cause aesthetic ecstacy, but the parts of a work
.p;.

of art must be selected and consistently ordered so that they all
work toward the presentation of a satisfying idea.
artistic quality of harmony which

80

This is the

fuses unity and variety that

no element in the work appears alone and separated from the
whole.

It deals with parts in relation to the whole, just as
~

does the notion of restraint.
superfluous.
9

Even harmonious details

mi~ht b~

.

Restraint rules out the superfluous and limits

Speckba.ugh, Paul F.,(C.PP.S.), Some General Canons Of Literary
Criticism Determined From an AniIfii8 Of Art, CathoIrc
University, Washingto~, D.~., 19 6, lnI.---

12

the artistic production to those details which contribute to
the artistic theme.

It is the tinal check on the relation of

the parts to the whole.
But just as variety, harmony,',Jll.\d restraint tlow from the
idea of unity and ot the relation of the parts to the whole, so
there is another set of concepts that spring trom the relation
the various parts have among themselve~.
is balance.

The tirst ot these

It may be considered as a sense of compensat10n.

This does not necessitate perfect symmetry but simply implies
a certain equality of opposing or contrasting elements, resulting in an equal attraction on w'ither side of the center
point.

In the final analysis it .eans that an exaggeration on

one side has been atoned for on the other so that the natural
level has not been disturbed.
."...

The remaining qualities are rhythm and measure which are
the guides to the notions of stress

~d

here taken in a broader sense than in

emphasis.

mus1c~

Rhythm is

and consists in

the regular accentuation or emphasis on anyone detail of importanoe in a work of art.
~

-Rhythm is that quality of an

artistic production the presenoe of which causes a regulap"
aooentuation in repeated form ot oertain parts or elements of
a work ot art.-10

10

~.,

100.

13

Measure on the other hand is a negative norm.
hibits undue emphasis on anyone detail.

I~'pro

It is really a

speoies ot balance since here the exaggeration is'not in the
detail itselt, but in the attention drawn to the part in the
consideration ot the whole.

Measurtrs the tinal norm tor

keeping the parts in proper relation among themselves.
But the intelleot too, delights in order.
delight demands an intrinsio proportion.

This rational

It is really this

intrinsio proportion whioh gives the ultimate reason why the
extrinsio elements are proportional.

st. Thomas gives us a olue

to this intrinsio proportion when he speaks ot -due proportion.-ll
Finally it should be observed that
not all order, or all proportion is
esthetic, but only that which is best suited
to manifest to the intelligence the
peculiar perteotion of the object under
oons1deratlon. ~2
The question immediately arises, due to what!

,.....

What is the debt

involved in aesthetio proportion!
To answer this question it is neoessary to stop tor a
moment to examine a bit ot the metaphysios ot the Sohoo1.en •.
~

This is the doctrine of matter and torm that was tirst
by Aristotle.
with a

evo~ved

For him the world was made ot matter informed

life~giving

or determining prinoip1e.

It is the very

11

Aquinas, Summa Theo1ogioa, I, q. 5, a. 4, ad'lm.

12

Callahan, 62.

14

nature ot things to be made ot matter and form.
The word torm is a teohnioal term,
signifying that whioh oonstitutes a
given thing in a determined speoies
or essenoe; it is the type, the
abstraot ideal. The soholastio
oonoeption ot torm should not be oonfused with the-privalent 'adbeptation
ot the word in oontemporary language.
We may oall it the "dominant oharaoteristio· ot a thing, if that be more
aooeptable to the modern mind, provided
one understand by this the .ssential'
prinoiple ot either a primary or
seoondary mode of being, and not merely
a prominent superficial teature. 13

.'

The human intelleot oognizes by abstraoting the form trom
the matter.

From this it tollows that if a work of art must

have proportion, this proportion must primarily and tundamentally
be found in the form ot the work and not merely in the matter.
This is the intrinsio proportion, and oonsists preoisely in the
proper oonformity between the form in the work of art and the

~,

form in nature from whioh it was abstraoted and perfeoted by
His idea oonoretized in a work ot art must be

the artist.

proportioned to nature, the souroe ot the !dea.
true to life.

This is artistio

intri~sio,

It must be

or due proportion.

Erio Gill w7ites ot it,
But beauty oonsists in due iroportion and the word ·proportion
signifies the relation of part to
whole and of a whole to other wholes •••
--but beauty oonsists in DUE proportion
13

Callahan, 64.

,

15

and the word "DUE" signities a debt,
so that to sa~ that a certain thing
has DUE proportion signities that it
has the proportion DUE to it--the
proportion which it ought to have on
account ot its being what it is •••
And this is also the case in what we
call works ot art. Thus,~~ poetry
as in ordinary speech, in·~sic and
dancing, in painting and in all the
arts ot men--trom the making ot peasticks to the building of St. Peter's;
trom the making of a tog-horn to the
making ot a city--Due propo»tion
consists in justice. 14

.'

This basic proportion is determined by the intrinsic end,
and this intrinsic end depends on nature and on the artistic
concept ot the end.

Chapman gives a very worthwhile comment

on this idea, one that is worth quoting at length.
The work ot art also has its own end,
determined by its art-form which the
artist gives its intwlligible or sensible matter, and it is important to
consider first how the work ot art
contor.ms to its own end rather than to
that ot the beholder. The contluent
arrangement ot parts in accordance with
an end is in a deeper sense the ontological order or good ot a thing, for
each being realizes its good in so far
as it conforms to its intrinsic end or
purpose, as well~s to the ends or
purposes of others. In thus seeking to
,ch1eve its end, which 1s also to
achieve its form, each being seeks its
good. To the degree that each being
is good, that is, deSirable, Suitable,
or agreeable to its own nature or
essence, confOrming to the purpose o~
14

Gill, EriC, Art-Nonsense and Other Essays, Cassell and
Co. Ltd., London, 1934, 1487

16

end determined by its form. it has its due .'
proportion or 'harmony. 15
By

way of summary we oan say that artistio proportion has

both a material 'and a spiritual aspect.

.

The essenoe of this

proportion is the conformity of the'~8rm of the work of art to
nature itself.

The harmonizing of the parts to the whole and

.

of parts among themselves is the concrete. material aooom,

modation that follows naturally on the intrinsic proportion of
the form.

This twofold. adequate notion is the result of the

form informing the whole of the work of art.
This brings us to the thit-d. element'. of beauty, the
splendor of the form.

This has ot necessity been touohed on

before, tor unless the integrity and proport10n were presented
to the oognitive faoulties in suoh a way that they could
readily perceive them with an acoompanying satisfaotion the

~

object would not be beautiful. Henoe the need for this third
element of splendor or brillianoe, whioh is the natural result
of an order so const1tuted as to manifest itself to the cognit1ve faoulties.

This is not really a new note.

oertain splendour is indeed aooording
to all the anoients the essential
oharacter of beauty,--olar1tas est de
ratione pulohritudinis, lux ~lcnri1Icat,
~~I! sIne 1uoe omnIa sun~urlla,--but
s~ splendour or-Intell gibility:
splendor veri. said the Platonists,
splendor oraInis. said St. Augustine.

~

15

bhapman. Immanuel. "The Perennial Theme of Beauty", Essays
Thomism, Sheed and Ward. New York. 1942, 339.

~

,

17

adding that uqity is the form of
all beauty; s~endor formae, said
St. Thomas wi h a metaphysician's
precision of language: for FORM,
that i. to 'say the principle
determining the peculiar perfection
ot everything which is, constituting
and completing things in,J;bltir
essence and their qualities, the
ontological secret, so to speak, of
their innermost being, their spiritual
essence, their operative mystery, is
above all the peculiar prin,iple ot
intelligibility, the peculiar
clarity of every thing.1S
This clarity or brilliance was often taken by the ancients
to mean a mere condition of light and color.

They had in mind

only the sensuous delight that comes trom contact with luminouB
bodies.

That this i8 a necessity for certain kinds of sensible

beauty goes without saying, tor if a thing is to charm a perceptive faculty it mu8t have a certain brightness or lustre.
But for

st.

Thomas this brilliance or clarity is not a mere

property ot matter.

He applied it to all beautiful objects,

not only those perceivable by sight or sound, but to those
cognized by the intellect &8 well.

The very way in which he

designates this quality gives us the key to his true meaning.
~

He calls it splendor, claritas, ,and splendor formae. Chapman' •
..,

explanation of this point is very worthwhile.
Claritas, more broadly is the
16 14ritain, Jacques, Art and Scholaticism, trsl. by J. F.
Scanlan, Charles Scrroner l • Sons, New York, 1935, 24.

..

\

18

shining out of,all the transcendentals united in the beautiful.
More sepcifically, claritas is the
intelligible radiance permeating
the whole of a being, the splendor
of form irradiating it from within,
the light of ontological truth,
the knowable, adequating '~~to an
intellect. So dazzling in itself
as to be blinding to human eyes,
claritas illuminates the darlmes8
or matter so that material beings
may enlighten manls intelle~t
through his senses. l7
To explain this more fully we can say that everything that
exists has the substantial form which makes to be what it is.
But this does not suffice for beauty.

The substantial form must

be made brilliant and manifest by the accidental forma which
perfect it.

It is only when these accidental forms Which modify

the substantial form are perfect enough to add this clarity to
the substantial form that an object can be said to be beautiful •
."fI?.

All

co~on

objects around us have a certain perfection from

these accidental forms but they do not impress us with their
beauty because they lack that degree of perfection which is
necessary to make these objects shine out from those around
them.

The beauty of an object depends on its splendor.
~

In order that a being be beautiful
it is not sufficient merely that it
possess the qualities of integrity and
of proportion in the sense just explained,
but it is required that these factors be
present in such a way that the mind

,

perceive them ~ithout too great effort
and strain. Hence, a third esthetic
quality, brilliance, which i8 simply
the natural result of order 80 constituted as to fulfill the requirements
of the perceptive faculties.lS

19
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In a work of art this splendor is produced by the artist,
who after he has determined on the first form of the object he
is to

port~i,perfects

the form by

add~

to it the accidental

form he has perceived perfecting other members of the species.
The artist must conceive his ideal of the species and then
clothe:. the first form with the secondary or accidental forms
which are best calculated to insure the resplendence of the
form.

When he succeeds we have a great work of art.
That the lapidary integritas,
consonantia, and claritas artIculated
by St. !bomas are not or too high a
degree of generality for a creative
understanding of beauty may be seen
from the influence it bas exerted-and is this not a sign of its
vitallty?--more on artists than on
professors of philosophy.19
By way of summary then we may say that the three

essentials 9f all beauty are: integrity, because the mind likes
being; proportion because the mind likes order and unity;
clarity because the mind likes light and intelligibility.
IS

Callahan, 61.

19

Chapman, 340.

~

.
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These are the three requisites for beauty which Thomas Aquinas
set forth and the subsequent Schoolmen developed, and the trio

.

on which we shall base our criticism.
to the study of -Absalom and

We are ready now to turn

Achitoph~l"
,

.,

by John Dryden, but

first we must see the many implications in the modern use of
the word "satire".

...

QHAPTER

III

.'

THE NATURE OF SATIRE
It one teels some antipathy tor this subjeot ot satire
it is not to be wondered at.

In raC:t '4&ooording to David

Woroester# the author ot the latest and most oomplete work on

.,
Many persons instinotively shrink

satire# the repugnanoe only proves one's normality •
trom satire as they might trom a
soorpion. Is not satire the expression
ot oontroverslal'heat, of venomous
rancor# ot the raw# negative emotion
out ot which mlmanity struggles to rise
age by age? •• 1 hope to show that no
suoh generalization is valid ••• Ooeans
of ink have been poured out in
aorimonious and shooking libels and
inveotives; but so have oceans been
.spent on nauseous obItuary verse and
summer-verandah romanoes. In thinking
ot satire# we should consIder the
hundreds of works that bave risen to
the top. The millions below# graduated
from acidulous gruel to a thick sludge
of hell-broth# are interesting only
insofar as they help to explain the
princIples of great satire.l
According to the Oxford English Dictionary the word
"satire" came into the English language in 1509. 2

Since that

~

time its meaning has been so growing and changing .that not only
.,.,

1
2

Worcester, David# The Art Of Satire, Harvard University
Press, Cambridge, !§40:--The Oxford

'IV33..

IX,

1

~liSh

•

Dictionary# Clarendon Press, Oxford#
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has it matured fram from ,a narrow, speoifio, to a broad general
word, but the very root signifioanoe of the word has changed.
To grasp its meaning is likepioking up a pieoe of quiok-silver,
it looks so easy until repeated efforts
. have shown the dif,

,40 ..

fioulty.

Consequently it is neoessary to determine just what

we mean by satire before we attempt to explain its nature.
,t-

I

An examination of the definitions from the leading
authorities will show us the common pOints as well as the
disorepanoies. The Enollopedia Britannioa has this definition#
Satire, in its literary aspeot, may
be defined as the expression in adequate
terms of the sense of amusement or
disgust exoited by the ridioulous or
unseemly, provided that humor is a
distinotly reoognizeable element and
that the utteranoe i8 invested with
literary form. Without humor satire
is inveotive; without literary form,
it i8 mere olownish jeering. The
first exercise of satire no doubt
oonsisted in jibing at personal defeots.
To dignify satire by rendering it the
instrument of morality as the assooiate
of poetry was development implying
oonsiderable advanoe in the literary
art.3
We might note here that this definition emphasizes the element
of humor ab6ut whioh we ahall have more to say later.
Ronald Knox in his Essays

~

Satire oontrasts satire with

humor.
Satire has a wider soope, too.
3

Enc 10pedia Britannioa

...

14th Edition
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It is born to ~courge the persistent and ever-recurrent follies
of the human creature as such.
And. for anybody who has the humility
to realize that it is aimed at him.
and not merely at his neighbours.
satire has an intensely remedial
effect; it purifies the s~~tual
system of man as nothing else that
is human can possibly do ••• Satire is
thus an excellent discipline for the
satirized: whether it is a good thing
for the satirist is more ope, to
question.4
.
We find a definition of satire in poetry that is quite
different. and somewhat difficult to reconcile with other
definitions.
Satiric Poetry: Verses treating their
subject with irony or ridicule. The
term is a loose one. since it
characterizes method of treatment
rather than content or form. 5
But before we go into a detailed study of these views
us look at two more definitions that will help us understand
the complexity of the
way.

ma~e

through which we hope to make our

In the Dictionary Q! World Literature we read
Satire--Satirical writing conveys
censorious criticism of human frailty.
~s prime purpose is ethically or
aesthetically corrective. From other

4

Knox. Ronald A., Essays In Satire. E. P. Dutton and Co ••
New York, 1930. 36.
--

5

I~allt William F.& and Addison Hibbard, A Handbook To

era ure. Doubleaay. Doran and Co. Inc.,

N.Y •• 1936,

388.

Garden

Ci~

'

le~

ways of expressing disapproval
satire differs 'in tone and
techniques. The preacher is more
direct and more oratorical than
the satirist; the scold is less
logical and more abusive. The
satirist that deals especially w1th
art1sts and the arts is &.d-estructive
critic concerned rather wi~n ingenious devices ot denunciation than
with the subtleties ot intellectual
analysis. 6

.'
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.

John Dryden quotes tor his detintion the one used earlier
by Heinsius.
Satire is a kind ot poetry, without
a series ot action, invented tor the
purging ot our minds; in which human
vices, ignorance, and errors and all
things besides, which are produced from
them in every man, are severely reprehended; partly dramatically, partly
simply, and sometimes in both kinds of
speaking; but, tor the most part,
figuratively, and occultly; consisting
in a low familiar way, chiefly in a
sharp and pungent manner of speech; but
partly also, in a facetious and civil
way ot jesting; by ~ich either hatred,
or laughter or indignat10n is moved. 7
There is considerable diversity in these definitions.
The tirst one emphasizes the need for laughter while the last
two make libtle of this element.

"Censorious criticism" and

"scorn" are not calculated to inspire much laughter. The phrases

6

Dictionary Of World Literature, ed. by Joseph T. Shipley,
'he ph!losopnical Liorary, New York, 1943, 502.

7 ~ Works Of John Dryden, ed. by Sir Walter Scott and
George Saintsoury, T. and A. Constable, Ed1nburgh, 1887,
XIII, 107.
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"has an intensely

remedi~l

effect" and "is a

destructi~

also need some reconciliation with the note of humor.

critic"

But

greater than all of these is the opposition between "a literary
manner" and "literay form" of the definitions.
,

.

If satire is

,;;. .;,

merely a literary manner we can dismiss the whole question, for
it needs no special aesthetic treatment.

How can these dif-

ficulties be cleared up? What is the s:cret of unifying these
divergent attitudes?
Perhaps there is no adequate answer to some 'of the
questions, and those which can be answered with some satisfaction cannot be dismissed in a few words.8

Hence to get by

this sphinx we must go into a more detailed study of the nature
of satire.

To ascertain the reality of the problem it is

necessary, first of all, to show that satire is a form of
literature and not merely a literary manner.
It is impossible to draw a line at anyone place and
say that everything on one side of it is satire, and all on
the other s:1de is not.

If satire, like l.ight, could be sub-

mitted to the spectrum analysis it would run from the red of
invective at one end to the violet of fine irony at the other.
Beyond either end are forms not classed as satire, the infrared of mere abuse, and the ultra-violet of pure criticism.

8

Cf. Lewis, Wyndham, Men Without Art, Cassel and Co. Ltd.,
London, 1934, l21-l~
---
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But within this spectrum,is an area where satire is not' only a
literary manner but a mode or form of literature.

This superb

quotation from Zeitlin and Rinaker is introduced here to sum
up the whole point.
~.

The satirist may and does give expression
to his mood and his critical sense in
almost any form--in dramas, in novels, in
prose pamphlets and essays, and in poems of
every species from the long.burlesque epic
to the sharp epigrammatic couplet. Satire
is often an ingredient in works which are
primarily conceived in an altogether different spirit ••• But though satire manifests itself with such freedom in any literary
form, it is possible nevertheless to
recognize a distinct class of poems which
is entirely dominated by its spirit
and which observes quite definite principles of style.
In English literature it is the more
important to give separate recognition
to this class because there was one
period covering nearly a century, When
satire was the most prominent type ot
writing, exercising the energies of the
greatest men of letters and giving birth
to not a few masterpieces. 9
This is of special interest to us because one of these masterpieces is to be the subject ot our further study.
But since this difference between satire as a manner and
as a form is of great importance, and one which many literary
men seem to confuse, it will be well to study it a little
further.
9

Humbert Wolfe cites a few concrete examples that may

Zeitlin, Jacob, and Clarissa Rinaker, Types Of Poetry,
The Macmillan Co., New York, 1932, 915.
-- ----~

help to clinch this

.'

poin~.
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There is an element of satire in many
other forms of art I just as a hint of .
caricature may be described in some
faintly malicious portraits by Sergeant. But the fact that the American
pilloried some of his mo'o\t.;yremunerative
clients does not set him by the side
of Daumier. With one it is a hint of
. onion in the salad, with the other there
is no salad. To say of a novelist that
he is "satirical" is a contradiction in
in terms. He must choose b\tween his
characters and their follies. Though he
may with perfect propriety emphasise
weaknesses l he must not judge them. He
is not asking for judgemant but for
understanding. The satirist seeks not
only for judgement l but condamnation.l O
To deny that satire can be a manner of treatment would
be absurd l and certainly not the intention of this work l but
to say that it cannot be a form of literature seems
ridiculous.

equ~lly

How indeed, would we classify the works of

Juvenal l Swift I or Pope if there were no form o£ literature
that could stand as satire?

But the question immediately

arises l in what does this mode of literature consist? To
admit that there is such a mode is one thing, but to determine
its precise nature is another.

The latter is by far the

~

more difficult of solution.
is~

By way of determining what satire

let us first determine what it is not.
Lyric poetrYI tragedYI and the novel are literary forms

10 Wolfe l Humbert I Notes On English Verse Satire l The Hogarth
Press l London, 1929 1 14:
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which obviously &ire not satire, a.1though the latter two-'may
be so in part or tone.

Indeed this passage on the point of

the novel gives us much valuable aid toward the final
solution:
,

.

The novelist who uses his1' Story for
the purpose of the satirist, will
fail as both, or oertainly as one.
Thus, if Swift had sought to interest
us in the love affairs of Gulliver, we
had nad more of a man and l.ss of a
satire. So Martin Ohuzzlewit suffers
as much as a novel by tbe intrusion of
Sairey Gamp as satire gains. Which is
not to say that a satirist maJ not have
characters or a novelist his ridicule#
but with the first the second, and. with
the second the first must prevail. ll
There are other forma much closer to satire and therefore less easily distinguished from it.
these.

Oomedy is one of

There is probably no academic formula that can be used

to plot the dividing line between comedy and satire.

In fact

they are often so much part of each other that, as we noted
in the beginning of this chapter, our fitst two definitions
of satire demanded humor as one of the oonstituents of satire.
Most of the leading satirists, Dryden, Pope, Ohesterton and
Anatole

Fra~oe

use humor abundantly, but humor is olearly not

satire.
It ia this sense of something held
to be important and championedthe paying off of an insult, the defenoe
11 Ibid., 12.

~.
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of sooial values, the oritioal
inspeotion of life--that marks
off satire from the playful oaprioe
of fun, the indulgent and provisionally oonstruotive laughter
of humor, and the light and inconsequential cleverness of ~it.12
,• .q

Perhaps no better distinotion oan be made between humor
and wit than the one Worcester Uses •

.

The laughter of oomedy is relatively
purposeless, The laughter of satire is
direoted toward a preconoeived end.
Comedy demands little of the audienoe.
Reading stephen Leaoook's delightful
Nonsense Novels may be oompared to
lytng in a hammock and being pleasurably
tiokled. A half-hour with Jonatham Wild
on the other hand, makes the brain ~eer
with the constant effort of unraveling
the ironI~and oapturing Fielding's true
meaning. 'If)
The allied arts of lampoon, parody, and allegory should
also be distinguished from satire.

The lampoon infliots

injUry for the sake of mischief and is popular only in ages of
m.oral degeneration.

The work of the lampoonist is usually

personal, furtive, and transitory.

He soribbles a name on the

front door with a bawdy epithet, rings the beel, and darts
~

around the corner.

His aim. is not to portray but to

tradu~e.

The lampoon is; at best a surfaoe pastime not admissible in

12 Flaoous, Louis W., The Spirit and Substanoe Of Art,
F. S. Crofts and Co:-;-Wew !ork;-t931, 3240 - 13

Woroester, 38.
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the satirist.
Parody is a distorted reflection on some piece of literature.

It seldom overwhelms a hated and hateful original

for the parodi8t more often confess~'~iration than distaste
for his original.

In a brilliant bit of imagery Wolfe

explains parody in this w.ay,

.,
page or lackey

Parody that acts as
to the thing parodied may amuse. It
cannot exalt or destroy. It must be
dismissed therefore as a drawingroom firework, that may be let off in
the presence of young children without damage to feelings or furniture.
But satire so used would blow the
house down. 14
Allegory has frequently been the instrument of the
satirist but it is not his peculiar province.

This becomes

cle,arwhen we recall that Christ made frequent use of allegory,....
in 'His sermons, but certainly one 'i.ould not consider the
story of the Prodigal Son a satire.

It is just as possible

to write satire that is not allegory as it is to write
allegory that is not satire.
~

So much for what satire is not.
question of what it is still remains.

But the irksome

.'

To answer this question

directly is perhaps impossible because of the multifarious
14

Wolfe, 17.
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meanings of the word tod~y.

As·a working desoription w~ioh

oan serve as foundation for further explanation we might say
that satire is literature written to reform or improve,
rendered effeotive by rhetorioal

....

devi~es.

Or as the Sohoolmen

might put it, satire is a literary produotion in whioh the
oorreotion of abuse is the prinoipal form, and the rhetorioal
devioes whieh add brillianoe to this f.rst form are the
seoondary forms.

The three notes Whioh oharaoterize satire

are the literary manner, the oorrective purpose, and the use
of rhetorio.

The first distinguished it from the sermon or

oration, the seoond from oomedy, and the third from impassioned
diatribe.
These definitions show that satire is of the nature
of a genus.

This i.llustrates again the point we made earlier

that satire extends from invective to fine irony.

A glanc&

at the various species of the genus satire seems necessary for
a clear understanding of the subject.
On

the border-line Qf satire, sometimes within its

demesne, but more often without, we have invective.
~

Satire

has been compared to a ray of light, and that analogy is
apropos here.

~ry

Just as it is almost impossible to indicate

exactly the point where light shades off into oblivion and

I

darknes~

I

begins, so too is it difficult to draw a mathematical

,

line and say that all invective on one side of it is satire

11,1
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while that on the other i~ not.

There will always be dtspute

about the borderMline cases but they are beyond the scope of
this work. 1S

It is the general principle which concerns us.

Usually invective in whioh wrath,

ang~r,

and hatred predominate

,;j, ..,

is not satire.

The phillipio, jeremiad, and political

diatribe lie beyond the soope of satire because of their
direct bluntness.

Where the anger is

~ontrolled,

and an in-

direct approach is used to soften the blow we have inveotive
satire.

Furious anger is a most repellent emotion and henoe

must be tempered if it is to be effeotive.

We might say that

inveotive satire is the expression of anger while gross
inveotive i8 the engine of anger.

This position is well stated

by Worcester when he writes,
Inveotive falls into two divisions.
One lies within the provinoe of satire,
one outside it. A man who writes, "The
asinine folly and loathsome immorality
of the Government make decent citizens
see red," is producing invective, but
not satire. This gross invective, or
abuse, is distinguished from satiric
invective by direct, intense sincerity
of expression. Satiric invective shows
detachment; indirection, and complexity
in the author's attitude.16
Perhaps the best example of invective satire is HUdibras
of Samuel Butler, studded as it is with its riob and varied

lS

Cf. Wolfe, 7, and lS.

16

Worcester, 19.

.'
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Its sturdy genius moved Dr. Johnson to write,

similes.

The poem or Hudibras is one of those
compositions or wfi!ch a nation may
justly boast; as' the images which it
exhibits are domestic, the sentiments
unborrowed and unexpect~d, and the
strain of diction origina~and peculiar •
••• Ir inexhaustible wit could give
perpetual pleasure, no eye could ever
leave half-read the work of Butler;
ror what poet has ever brought so many
remote images that were ne.er found
berore ••• Butler has not suffered life 17
to glide by him unseen and unobserved.
The next species of satire in the ascending order, is
burlesque.

Here again it must be noted that there is a form

of pure burlesque or buffoonery that has as its sole purpose
the producing or gurfaws.

It is not of this that we speak,

but of that which has reform as its prinCipal purpose and merely
makes use of burlesque as a means to

atta~n

this end.

Bur-

lesque satire uses a ludicrous imitation or caricature aa the

.

accidental or secondary form to adorn the substantial form of
satire.

It is oonveniently divided into high burlesque and low

burlesque.
High~burlesque

exalted manner.

treats a low and trivial subject in an

It creates a scale of comparison by placing

the standard so far above the victim that his defects become
ridioulous when viewed

17

in the light of this norm.

Working on

The Works Of Samuel Johnson, ed. by Arthur Murphy,
S:-ana R. ~ntley, London, 1823, VI, 190.
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the principle of magnific!1tion the author raises his vie'tim to
the rank of a great hero l but because of his shortcomings the
supposed hero is unable to maintain himself in this exalted
position and comes crashing down with a ridiculous thud that
is extremely pleasing to the onlooke;s:
w~th

Achitophel"

Dryden's "Absalom and

its reverent admiration and superb portraits

is an example of high burlesque.
If the scale of comparison is below the victim we have
low burlesque.

The author draws a portrait of a fellow engaged

in mean or trivial pursuits and puts just enough of the victim
in this degraded portrait to permit the audience to recognize
the true villain.

A cammon method

i6 to metamorphize the

feature of a fox or hawk to fit the visage of the victim. 18
Although the first impulse on seeing the eyes of a man peering
from behind a fox's snout or a hawk's beak is one of laughter l ' "
we find it hard to think of these eyes again without recalling
the snout or the beak and the animal ethics they represent.
The satiric element is built on the comic but endures beyond it. '
Burlesque is largely mimetic.
~

Of all the types of satire--here
classified as invective l burlesque I
and irony--burlesque offers the greatest
freedom to the artist and exacts the
most from him in terms of creative invention. Burlesque is imitative l it is

18

Wolre l 30-32.

.-

true, yet the imitation goes no
deeper than surface and form. Once
an affinity with the model has been
established, the more extravagant
and ludicrous the action the better
the public is pleased. Unless the
author has skill in creating original
incidents the work is li~~ to drag. 19
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Burlesque may strain the creative genius of the author
most but it does not offer to the crit1c the difficulties of
description and cataloguing that are found in irony_

Subtlety,

evolution, and variety of form make it extremely difficult to
define or confine irony.

If we consider it in its widest scope

we can enumerate five different varities--verbal irony, irony
of manner, dramatic irony, romantic irony, and cosmic irony.
Before studying these various species in detail let us try to
decide just what we mean by irony.
least we can describe it.

If we cannot define it at

Worcester does so by use of

Irony is so versatile in operation,
so Protean in its form~ that electricity
is the only natural force with which we
may compare it. Electricity can perform
the humble office of cooking our egg
and browning our toast; it can dazzle us
'as lightning; if we take undue liberties
with it, it can kill us or leave us
shocked and shuddering. Irony may appear
ls a minute trope of rhetoric, useful
for pointing up a phrase; it may inform a
brilliant style, like Jane Austen's; it may
become a habit of thought, an unseen
governor in the choice and ordering of
litierary material. Finally~ it may take
on tself the form of the Adversary, or

19

Worcester, 49.

analogy~

...

.'

diabolos, and confronting God with
self-comparisons put His justice and
His mercy to the question. James
Thomson and John Davidson were thus
led to curse God and die. 20
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Verbal irony in its simplest form is sarcasm, derived
from the Greek word that means "flesh-tearing".

When someone

replies to a criticism, "iOf course we how that you could
have given a much better oration if you had been the speaker n ,
we see the fitness of this word.
by an inversion of meaning.

But

Like most irony it is produced
~~.

always has its barb ex-

posed and does not# like the more literary forms, deceive ita
victim for a time.
If irony ever had a human likeness it was in the person
of Socrates.

This ancient Greek with his mystical daimonion is
.....
the unfolding of a series of contradictions. Beneath the ugly
countenance is a keen philosophical intellect and a limpid,
innocent soul.

As we see Socrates, with his feigned ignorance

of all truth, draw his interlocutors by disingenuous questions
into their self-made snare we appreciate the irony of the
~

process because we are aware of his quick wit and keen
telligence.

in~

But the author who makes use of this irony of

manner runs the risk of failure because many of his readers

20 Ibid., 75.

I'

.'
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will be ignorant of the -total personality of the character.
Chaucer, the unsurpassed artist in the use of this irony of
manner paid the penalty of almost five centuries of comparative oblivion.
Only after many little brushstrokes have been marked and enjoyed,
can they coalesce into a new c'oncepti on
of Chaucer's literary personality. He
uses himself as the master~haracter
among the rest of his creations, and
his ironical manner controls the tone,
keeps his reader alert and amused, and
diffuses an air of genial skepticism
and penet~tti~humor through his major
writings.
The worth of this irony of manner is indicated today by the
appreciation our generation has for the incomparable irony of
Chaucer.
Among the various species certainly dramatic irony ranks
"..

as the most important'.

By the very fact that its field of

observation opens up on life as a whole and not merely on words
or personalities one can see the reason for its predominance
over the preceeding kinds.
dramatic irony.

Greek tragedy .is rich with

It supposes a certain prescience in the

~

audience.

Often the full force of the irony is not apparent

until subsequent events have revealed contradictory meanings
contained in the hero's speech.

The greatest tragedians of all

times, Sophocles, Aeschylus, Euripides, and Shakespeare have

21

Ibid., 101.
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made frequent use of this dramatic irony.

Perhaps it i1* the

norm md seoret of their greatness.
As an off-shoot but not a development of dramatio irony
we have romantio irony.

It was

dev~J~ed

by Friedrich

Schlegel and his followers and was limited almost exclusively
to the German nation.

It amounts to little more than an

admiration for the objectivity of 'the tncients mixed with a
subjectivity of style. 22
Finally we have cosmio irony.

As the name implies, it

chooses a position or a subject that is beyond the confines of
earth.

Cosmio irony frequently attacks the position and

beliefs of all mankind.

Shelly, Hardy, Housman, and Eugene

O'Neil are a few of the outstanding cosmic ironists.
Now that we have seen the broad outline of the various

~

species of satire it would be most interesting to study each
of them in detail.

But since this would take us too far from

our original purpose, md since there is:n:rt1:c.:h dispute about
the predominanoe of the satiric element in many of the works
that fall Uhder some of these speoies we will limit ourselves
to the scrutiny of the tiny area known as formal English
satire.

.-

It is here especially that satire holds its own as a

separate art form, and is not solely an ingredient of some

22

Cf. Worcester, 125.

I'
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other form.

Formal sati ~e is a form of literature, not> merely

a mannel' of treatment.

'1'0 appreciate fully formal satire it

will be helpful to see some of its characteristic notes.
A very fine introd-uction to
by Raymond Alden when he

t~·.nwhole

point is provided

distinguishes between formal and

informal satire.
The Stud -y of formal sa\ire is a more
modest task.
Formal satire arose comparati vely la te in the history of Ii terature, and Jnas always taken one of a
few easily di stinguishable forms. Its
identi ty is generally proved at once by
its own profe s sions; for while not
always sincer e, it is one of the most
self-conscious of literary forms.
Dealing usual:ly only wi th' the faults
and follies 0::£ mankind. 23
Most commentators
of form_l satire because

~void

all attempts to give a definition

of the wide divergence of notes that

is often found to be a ptart of it.

""""
Most of these are enumerated

in the tollowing description.
In its llOng history formal satire
has been many things. Its only universal and pe~anent feature is the
heroic couplet. To attempt to capture
this slippery quarry, one might say
~hat formal satire is a poem of short
or middling length, designed to express
the author's disapprobation of political,
SOCial, or personal actions, conditions,
or qualities, written in the heroic
couplet, in real or fancied imitation

23

Alden, Raymond M., Tr.te Rise Of Formal Satire In England,
Ginn and Co., Boston;-l~ 1.
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of one or more of the Roman satiristsj
its prevailing tone may be one of gross
invective, satiric invective, or burlequej it mayor may not be constructed
on a narrative framework; it also con-'
tains an indefinite number of the
following features: Roman type-names,
Roman manners, intention~~..~oughness of
style, assumption of a mission comparable to that of a Hebrew prophet, rage
and bluster, Olympian disdain, dark and
ominous innuendo, dialogue--often taking
up the greater part of the poem, portraits of men or women, spe5ches that
betray the speaker, passages of
philosophic reflection. 24
The need for verse is emphasized by all the commentators
on this form.

As Walker puts it, "Verse tends to neatness

and concision; and the more concisely and neatly he makes his
points, the better for the satirist. "'25

Wolfe in discussing

Hall's apology for the shortcomings of English verse says,
This is the odder because his own
example and later experience prove that
it is precisely because of the hammer of
rhyme that verse satire strikes a oleaner
blow than prose... If Hall had, in fact,
studied the earlier poet he would have,
discovered that, whatever other merits
blank verse has, its very lack of
terminal stress is inimioal to the
epigrammatio neoessity of satire.26

24

Worcester, 160.

25

Walker, Hugh, English Satire and Satirists, J. M. Dent
and Sons Ltd., London, 1925, VIr.

26

Wolfe, 50.
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Since this use of verse is the predominate

chara~teristio

of formal satire it may be well to oite Alden on this point too.
Very early in the development of
the English satire its metrioal form
beoame fairly well fixed, as had been
the oase in other langua~e!. The
deoasyllabio oouplet may probably be
regarded as at least the equal, for
sat1r10effect, of the Latin hexameter
or the Italian terza !!!!.27

.

Once the author of formal satire has established his
verse form he is,comparat1vely free in developing his thought.
He may follow the road of inveot1ve, high burlesque, or low:
burlesque

8S

long as his a.im is primarily correct1ve, either

morally, politioally, or aesthetioally.

To soften his

ohastisement and hold the interest of his reader numerous
rhetorioal devioes lay ready at hand.

We shall see more of

the1r value and use in the next ohapter.
There 1s one great objection that is frequently leveled
at satire as an art form, namely# that art can have no end
but that of aesthetio delight, and satire with its oorrective
aim does not meet this demand.

Without going into the whole

question o~ "art for art's sake" we oan briefly answer this
objection with Humbert Wolfe.
Some hold that Art can have no
object outside itself, and must either
deny the satirist the name of artist,
or reject the definition of hi. function.
2:7

Alden, 225.

But in this lies a confusion. All
art has an object, but one consistent
with itself. An architect who built
a dwelling-house in which none could
live, though it were as strange as the
Indian temple Taj Mahal, had achieved
nothing, because he had fa1.1ed of the
purpose of architecture. '. Br again, a
house perfectly adapted to habitation
may be as offensive as the other was
at first sight well. From this it
appears that without its proper object
an art will fail, but also ~hat the
object must be subdued to the rules of
what constitutes beauty in that kind.
The satirist's object, which is to
reprobate weakness and folly, is not
contrary to but the essential factor
of his craft, as to ~rovide room is
that of the builder. 8

.'
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It is true that a satirist does not produce a work
of art just because he has reproved folly any more than the
architect who deSigns a construction-hut
beauty.

c~eates

a thing of

But when both have followed the norms of good taste

in their work, their production does not lack beuaty Simply
because it is useful.

Indeed, satire which does not exhibit

artistic qualities is not likely to succeed in its first
purpose.
~

Having seen the norms of the Scholastic aestheticiane,
and having studied the various forms and requirements of
satire we are in a position to see how far these norms can be
28

Wolfe, 11.

JfIio.

applied to the purest mode of satire--formal satire.

.'
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This

can best be done by choosing a concrete example of the
latter to which the norms can be applied.
resentative of its class we shall
"Absalom and Achitophel".

st~dy

As a worthy rep-

John Dryden'" satire

CHAPTER

.'

IV

EXEMPLIFICATIO~ FROM DRYDEN f S "ABSALOM AND ACHITOPHEL"

"Absalom andl Achitophel" has 'been chosen as a representative formal satire because of the popularity it once
enjoyed, and becauase of the high esteem students of satire
have had for it evrer since.

This will.sound strange to the

readers of popular- literature, who are, for the most part.
ignorant of the wc.rk, or at least unimpressed by it.

This is

due to the modern readers lack of acquaintance with the Bible,
especially the OleL Testament, which serves as the foundation
of the work.
Dryden in writing "Absalom and Achitophel"
must ha.ve been confident that his allegory would be comprehended at sight by
readers. born hundreds of years to come.
How m~y today can read it for the first
time wL thout recourse to Bible or to
"Notes" 11
The absence of knowledge of such an enduring work as
the Bible would hLrdly be a valid reason for condemning
"Absalom and Achit ophel".

That is why those who have the

~

required backgroUILd are enthusiastic in their praise of
Dryden and his

wor~.

Zeitlin and Rinaker write

Th e golden age of satire began in
England in the reign of Charles II.

1

Worcester, Davitd,
~ress, Cambridg.e,

The Art Of Satire, Harvard University

l~, '43.-

Its development was greatly favored
not only by prevailing conditions in
government and society but by certain
special ideas as to the proper subject matter and style of poetry •••
but political satire was established
in its full dignity by John Dryden#
the greatest poet of his.~\y. With
the shifting in the political scene,
Dryden found it necessary to shift
his own ground repeatedly# but no
matter what side he was on he always
wrote as though from a posl~ion of
moral superiority# with an lir of
strong conviction in his rightness#
and could always ma~e his opponents
very uncomfortable.

.'

This opinion is substantiated by Walker also when he
writes:
A place was still vacant; not indeed
for the first modern satirist# for
he is to be found in the age of
Elizabeth# but for the first master
of that style. Dryden was the man#
and his earliest attempt remains
still unsurpassed ••• Dryden showed
that it was possible to write
satiric verse without being wither
inflated or harsh; and he was the
first to convince the world of the
possibility ••• It is this combination
--smoothness of verse# lucidity of
style, urbanity of manner--which
makes Dryden's satire so strikingly
original. In English there had
~itherto been nothing comparabilie to it. 3

2

Zeitlin# Jacob, and Clarissa Rinaker, Types Of Poetrl#
Macmillan Co.# New York# 1932# 916.

3

WalkerI Hugh, English Satire and Satirists# J. M. Dent
and Sons Ltd.# London# 1925# ~.
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The worth of Drynen's work is also attested by other
great authorities such as James Hanay and Humbert Wolfe.
J. M. Alden, the

~uthor

of The Rise Of Formal Satire In

---

-

England, is an authority that cannot pe passed over when it
,:.

...

come judging the worth of an English satire.

He goes all out

for our poet laureate in the following passage;
In "Absalom and Achitophel".were
united a witty criticism of contemporary events, a keen analysis
of character, and classical dignity and compactness of style. By
this time, too, the limitations to
the success of satire as a literary
form, which had been felt in the
Elizabethan Age, had largely disappeared ••• Above all the incapabilities of satire for poetic
idealization were no longer felt to
be grievous, for poetry had become
the vehicle of subject-matter which
in other periods has been chiefly
reserved for prose. This was the
time when the greatest poet of
England cQuld show his strength in
satire. It was the Age of Dryden. 4
Even for those who' think that taste and style have s'o
changed that Dryden is now obselete we have the authority of
T. S. Eliot, our leading contemporary poet and critic.

He

~

is constant and diffuse in his commendation'of Dryden's work,
fl

and as one who has his finger on the literary pulse of the
day he D1US,t be listened to.

4

In his essay on Dryden he says,

Alden, Raymond M., The Rise Of Formal Satire ~ England,
Ginn and Co., 1899,245:---

.'

In the next revolution of taste
it is possible that poets may turn
to the study of Dryden. He remains
one of those who have set standards
for English verse which it is
desperate to ignore. 5
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Once we have established the s~tires of John Dryden as
the representatives of formal English satire there is little
discussion about which is the best of fie satire,

As we have

partially seen above, it is almost universally conceded that
his "Absalom and Achitophel" is supreme.

In Notes

~

English

Verse Satire we read,
A great satirist in 1681 (the year
of ~Absalom and Achitophel") had
more influence than, or at least as
much as the whole London press. It
was not a democratic age. Power,,,,
lay with small groups of men, to whom
it mattered extremely if the greatest
writers of the age were tor or against
them. Dryden's adhesion to one side
or the other was, therefore, a matter
of capital importance ••• But all that
matters for our purpose is that the
perfect object for the perfect instrument was achieved when "Absalom"
--the greatest of all political
satires--saw the light of day.6
We

hav~
~

sufticent external evidence from authority fOr

the value of "Absalom and Achitophel".

It now remains fo~us

5

Eliot, Thomas S., Seleoted Essays 1917-1932, Harcourt, Brace
and Co., New York, 1932, 274.

6

Wolfe, Humbert, Notes On En,liSh Verse Satire, Hogarth
Press, London, 1929, 7V; (C • also Walker, 53.)
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to marshal internal evidenoe

by applying the aesthetio·'

prinoiples of the Soholastios to this satire 1 and from that
gather evidenoe that can be applied to satire in general.
In our study we shall

oonside~.o~ly

the first part

o~

the

pbem.,wh1oh "1s usually simply referred to as "Absalom and
Aohitophel", for while there is a seoond part it can hardly be
oonsidered as part of the same work.

;Urthermore, the author

of most of the seoond half is not Dryden

~t

Nahum Tate.?

We

turn to the study of the first part then, of which John Dryden
is the author l and whioh forms a complete unit in itself.
Following the same order that we used in the
development of our requisites for beauty we wish to inquire
first if this satire has integrity.

The first demand of

integrity in literature is that a work have a beginning l a
middle, and an end. From the preoepts of Aristotle we learn
that, irA beginning is that whioh does not itself follow anything by oausal necessity, but after which something naturally
is or oomes to be.- 8
The first lines of "Absalom and Achitophel lr ,

?

Walker, 158.

8

Butoher, Samuel, Aristotle's Theor Of Poetry
Maomillan and Co., London, 1923 1 1 7;-

b

~

Fine

~,

,
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In pious timea# ere priestcraft did begin
Before polygamy was made 8: sin;9
fulfill these requirement for a good beginning, for the previous events of history do not exercise any causal necessity
on the incidents of the poem.

In rei&tion to the action of

this poem there is nothing which precedes.

On the other hand,

.,

once the time setting and the circumstances of Absalom's
birth have been given we naturally expect something else to
follow, and 'since it does these first lines a're. a: true
beginning.
aAn end on the contrary is that which itself naturally
follows some other thing, either by necessity or

&8

a rule,

but has nothing following it. alO There is a decisive note of
finality in
Once more the godlike David was restored#
And willing nations knew their lawful lord.ll
Although these final two lines imply that the reign of David
was continued , the events that took place in his kingdom
subsequent to this had no relation to the action of the poem.
The aubmission of the other powers to David is what we naturally
~

..

expect aa a result of the successful defense of his throne,

9

Dryden John, Poetical Works Of, Cambridge Edition, Riverside
Press, Cambridge, 1909, 108,-wAbsalom and Achitophel a ,
1., 1-2. (All line numbers are from this text but modern
spelling is used to facilitate the reading.)

10 Butcher, 108.

11
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but once this is accomplished, nothing else is looked !'Or. That
is the end.
Once the function and presence of a beginning and end

.. -

are determined it is easy to underst..and that the middle is that
which follows something else and haa s.omething following

it.

The beginning sets the stage for the action of the middle,
while the end pulls the curtain and tu+ns out the lights once
the action is over.
But that is not enough, "Integrity demands, on the other
hand, not only that the object lack nothing essential, but
that it posaess in a marked degree a certain fullness of vigor
and life, in order that it may evoke the lively pleasure which
characterizes esthetic experience."12

The perfection of the

heroic is one constant factor that serves to unite the whole of
this work for it unites the individual lines into couplets,
and also preserves a uniformity of style that gives a oneness
of tone to the whole.

At the same time the couplets add much

to the fullness of vigor and life.

A few outstanding blossoms

culled at random from this garden of verses will show our
point.
But life· can never be sincerely blest;
Heaven punishes the bad, and proves the best.13

12
13

Callahan, Leonard, (O.P.), A Theory Of Esthetic According
To the princifes Of st. ThOmas Aquinas, Beivedere Press
Bilmore, i9 7, 58. - ,
'
"Absalom and

,

God' 8 pampered people, whom, debauched with e'ase,
No king could govern, nor no God could pleasej14
But wild ambition loves to slide not stand,
And Fortune's ice prefers to Virtue's land. 15

o that my power to saving' were confinedl
Why am I forced, like HeaveR, against my mind
To make examples of another kind,16
In speaking of Dryden's verse form Wolfe writes:
His heroic couplets, id the first
plaoe, are as great an advanoe on
anything that preoeded them as Shakespeare's blank verse over it predeoessors.
He took a ragged, dog-mouthed blunderbus8
and changed it into a nickel~plated rifle.
Be not only redoubled the aocuraoy of the
weapon, but immensely inoreased its range. 17
But there is another approach to integrity.

Callahan

in explaining it says, "Finally, with reference to integrity it
is to be remarked

th~t

certain aspeots of f!: whole object may

be considered apart as distinct entities and:'found beautiful."J..B
We have a splendid example of this in "Absalom and Achitophel".
The conoise, cameo-like portraits of the minor oharaoters are
masterpieces in themselves. As Coleridge so aptly said
You will find this a·good gauge or
criterion of genius--whether it pro~resses and evolves, or only spins

14
15

"Absalom and Achitophe1"', 1., 47-48.
Ibid., 1., 198-199.

16

Ibid., 1., 998-1000.

17

Wolfe, 79.

upon itself. ,Take Dryden's Achi tophel
and Zimiri ••• every line adds to or
modifies the character, which as it
were, a builiding up to the very
last verse. 19
Let us study for a moment the

portr~:t

.'
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of Zimiri, a licentious

and ambitious old Duke.
Some of the chiefs were princes of the land;
In the first rank of these iid Zimiri stand;
A man so various that he seemed to be
Not one but all mankind's epitome:
Stiff in opinions, always in the wrong;
Was everything by starts, and nothing long;
But, in the course of one revolving moon,
Was chymist, fiddler, statesman, and buffoon:
Then all for women, painting, rhyming, drinking,
Besides ten thousand freaks that died in thinking.
Blest madman, who could every hour employ,
With something new to wish, or to enjoyl
Railing and praising were his usual themes;
And both (to show his judgment) in extremes:
So over-violent, or over civil,
That every man, with him was God or Devil.
Nothing went unrewarded but des,ert.
Beggared by fools, whom still he found tO~olate,
He had his jest, and they had his estate.
These lines give us a full picture of a fickle old
courtier who wishes to do everything and sucoeeds at nothing.
He is a pompous person that would impress the rest of the
court with his learning, ability, and importanoe.
~

The rest

of the oourt encourage him in his riotous living so that ~ey
can enjoy themselves at his expense, and in the end they

19

Coleridge, Samuel T., Quoted from Poetical Works Of John
Drlden, Cambridge Edition, 950.
-- ----

20

"Absalom and Achitophel", 1., 543-560.

,
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finally suooeed in obtaining all his wealth.

A prose

s~atement

of the desoription fails to be impressive, but Dryden's
seleotion and multiplioation of the details whioh 'emphasize
the foibles of the Duke move one to good-humored laughter.
Unity, humor, foroe of language, and moderation of
detail produoe here, as in the other portraitures, a remarkable
fragment of satire,

The inmost seoret~f his art is the

oareful seleotion of those details whioh are most effeotive
as stimulants to the imagination.
violent, nor exhaustive.

Dryden is never loud and

He gives those details, and only those

whioh w1ll suggest the impression he wishes to portray.
That Dryden was well aware of the neoessity of integrity,
or unity, in theory at least, we see in "Essay On Satire"' •
••• Will you please to observe, that
Persius, the least in dignity of all
the three, has notwithstanding been
the first who has disoovered to us
this important seoret, in the designing
of a perfeot satire,--that it ought
only to treat of one subjeot; to be
oonfined to one partioular theme; or,
at least, to one prinoipally. If other
vioes ooour in the management of the
ohief, they should only be transiently
1ashed, and not insisted on, so as to
make the design double. 2l

...

In "Absalom and Aohitophel" we find that Dryden praotioes
21

Dryden, John, "Essay On Satire", Works Of John Dryden
ed. by Sir Walter Soott, James Ballantyiii irurCo.
'
Edinburgh, 1821, XIII, 105.
'
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what he preaohes for his ?ne great theme is the preservftion
of the rightful succession.

The whole weight of the satire

is thrown against any violent or extraordinary att'empts to

....

alter the traditional system of royal succession. 'He pillories#
portrays# and preaches to this one end# and thus preserves
the unity of theme.
whole

w~rk

This is integrity of function# for the

does that one thing for whi1r it was intended.

Much

more could here, be said about the richness of perfection of
the poem which make the integrity outstanding# but since these
points also are included in the other two points--proportion
and splendor of form--they shall be treated of more at lenght
under these two heads.

As to this first pOint# we may con-

elude that Dryden rather successfully and completely fulfills
the requirements of integrity.
Are the postulates of proportion equally observed?

This~

question can best be answered by first checking on the demands
of 8Ktrinsic proportion.

We recall that "proportion consists

in the correct disposition of the various parts of an object or
action among themselves, and of each of the parts to the
whole."22

!ncluded under the notion of extrinsic proportion

...

are variety# harmony, restraint, balance, rhythm and measure.

22

Callahan# 62.

,
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"Variety is that quality, ,)the presence of which aauses
an artistic production to possess. di versi ty of character or
form."23

After following the heroic through a thousand lines

one might be tempted to doubt if the note of variety is to be
found in this satire.

It is true ttiat the couplet seems to

get monotonous much sooner than blank verse.

Perhaps the

..

reason is this, that each heroic couplet contains a notable
bit of artistry and beauty in itself, while a line of blank
verse is often nothing apart from the whole.

And though one

like whipped cream better than bread" if he were to get them
both at every meal he would tire of the fluffy delicacy much
quicker than of the staff of life.

So an extended use of the

rhymed couplet seems too rich for onels aesthetic system.

But

if the poem is looked at a little more closely one sees that
Dryden was not ignorant of this truth.

He has varied the

couplets by introduoing unfinished lines in imitation of
Virgil's hemistiohs~4 and by using at intervals a rhymed
triplet in place of the oouplet. 25

The use of direot quotations

for the speeohes of the leading oharaoters gives

a

little more

of that variety whioh is no less the spioe of' literature than
#

.,-

22 Callahan., 62.
23

Speokbaugh" Paul F., Some General Canons Of Literary
Critioism Determined From an Analysis Of Art, Catholio
university, Washlngton:D: 07" 1936, 97:----

24

Cf. "Absalom and Achitophel", 1., 87.

25

Ibid." 1. 156, 175, 270, eto.

56

or

lire.

Ultimately it must be admitted that the

lov~'or

the Neo-Classioists for measure, uniformity, and restraint no
longer exists ,.today.

The love of our age for liberty, di versi ty,

and spontaneity, perhaps to exoess, rinds itselr quiokly bored
by the oonstnaoy and uniformity

or

.

'~~s poetio pieoe.

So

"Absalom and Aohitophel", along with the other longer pieoes of
the Neo-Classioal age, rails to display that spontaneity and

•

diversity that we expeot in poetio works.

The note

or

variety

is not round in its perfeotion in this satire of Dryden's.
Closely allied to variety is harmony.

"Harmony is that

quality otaInartistio produotion whioh produoes a satisfying
impression through the seleotion and arrangment of oonsistent
objeots and ideas."26
advanoement

or

This is evidenoed in the steady

thought in this satire.

A~

the opening David

is seoure on his throne but soon this' seouri ty is weakened
the rising of opposing faotions.

b~

It is still further threatened

by the revolt of Absalom, but is finally restored by the
aotion of David.

The proper use of imagery also is(:inoluded

under harmony, for if an image is to be effeotive it must
harmonize .ith the rest of the thought.
"~bsalom

Though the imagery in

and Aohitophel" is limited by the very nature of the

poetry, there are several superb examples.

When Aohitophel is

striving to stir up Absalom to revolt he speaks
26

Speckbaugh, 98.

or

the Duke of

.'

York thus:
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Though now his mighty soul its grief contains,
He meditates revenge who least complainst
And, like a lion, slumberi:rg;in the way,
Or sleep dissembling, while he waits his prey,
His fearless foes within his distance draws,
Oonstrains his roaring 8.mi'.-contracts his paws;'
Till at the laB~,his time for fury found,
He shoots with sudden vengeance from the gnound;
The prostrate vulgar passes over and spares,
But with lordly rage his hunters tears. 27

.

Another bit of harmonious imagery is found in Davidts final
speeoh.
Kings are the publio pillars of the state,
Born to sustain and prop the nation's weight;
If my young Samson will pretend a oall
To shake the oolumn, let him share the fall. 28
There are little gems of fine imagery scattered throughout the
whole to add to the harmony of the poem, and thus make it
suooessful and seoure on this point.

,..

Restraint'l1mits an artistio production to those details
which oontribute to the artistio theme.

Where superfluous

images and unneoessary inoidents are absent there is had this
note of restraint.

But does not the introduotion of so many

subordinate oharaoters violate this oanon?

In any work where

~

a large number of oharaoters appears it is difficult to sal
whether everyone of them is absolutely essential to the
perfeotion of the pieoe.
27

So in -Absalom and Aohitophel" one

"Absalom and Aohitophel", 1. 4'44-454.

-

28 Ibid., 1.953-957.

,
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would hesitate to say that the theme would limp if Balaam,
Jonas, Nadab, or eorth were absent.

But the nominal multip-

lioation of these leaders of the revolution adds immeasurably
to the ominous foroe threatening David, and inoreases the
reader's aversion toward Absalom, ·ann augments his ooncern tor
David.

They are then "details whioh contribute to the pro-

duction of an artistio theme. u29

•

Another constitutive element ot proper proportion is
balanoe,

The passages of direot address are a good example

of this.

They are five in number.

The third, delivered by

Achitophel is the longest and is the center ot confliot.

The

speeches immediately before and after it are by Absalom.

In

the speeoh preceding Aohitophel's Absalom is hesitant as to the
oourse of aotion he should follow, but in the one following it
David's son is haranguing his compatriots to rebellion againlt
his tather.

The first speech is by Aohitophel while the last

is by David, balanoing the oppOSition between the hero and his
foll.

The balanoe is not equally maintained in the length of

the speeches, tor they are too long to fit properly into the
rest of

~e

pieoe.

While they do help to delineate the.

oharaoters and advanoe the plot they are so drawn out tnat
they beoome monotonous.
proper balance.

29

Speokbaugh, 99.

This is an obvious fault against

,
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The iambio
.,

The next element of proportion is rhythm.

pentameter united with the rhymed oouplet is readily peroeived as fulfilling the demands of rhythm.

The wide variety

in the length and speed of the line adds a pleasing note of
diversity-while preserving the rhytha'5hroughout.

The frequent

return to the theme of the kingship of David and his rights to

-

the throne forms a sort of seoondary rhythm of thought or
theme but it is not very foroeful.
Measure is one of the outstanding features of the poem.
To eaoh point is given the proper amount of spaoe and emphasis
so that there are no extremes nor one-sidedness to be found
in it.

Measure was the great virtue of Dryden and his age.
These qualities all unite to give this satire a suffioent

measure of external or structural proportiGn.

We must now

turn to the intrinsio or formal proportion from whioh
must flow to the exterior.

strengt~

This formal proportion is a

naturalness that makes the oharaoters of a work aot like real
men, and oreates events whioh might and do ooour in real life.
Dryd8Jl1 s proportion in his oharaoteriz',ation in this
piece is quite outstanding.

"God-like David": is great-soU"led,

quiet, patient, and long-suffering through the whole work.
His attitude toward Absalom at the opening is oonsistent with
these traits.
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With secret joy indulgent David viewed
His youthful image in his son renewed. 30
Later Absalom speaking of his father says#
My father governs wii th unquestioned right#
The faith's defender# and mankind's delight;
Good, gracious# just, ob~'&vant of the laws;
And Heaven by wonders has: a,spoused his cause.
Whom has he wronged in all his peaceful reign?
Who sues for justice to this throne in vain?
What millions has he pardoned of his foes
Whom just revenge did to hi; wrath expose?
Mild, easy, humble, studious of our good, .
Inclined to mercy and averse from blood.
If mildness ill with stubborn Israel ~fit,
His crime is God's beloved attribute.
Even Achitophel says#
And who can sound the depth of David's soul?32
Finally David# in his closing speech# expresses his regret at
the need for action against his enemies and urges his followers
not to attack unless the rebels refuse to
Retire# and traverse# and delude their force#33
His confidence arises from this#
For lawful power is still superior found
When long driven back at length it stands the

ground~4

These are the traits of a magnanimous character whether we meet '
him in real life# or in a work of literature.

30

"Absalom and Achitophel"# 1. 33-34.

31

Ibid. , 1. 317-334.

32, Ibid. , 1. 467.
33

Ibid. , 1. 1021.

34

Ibid. , 1. 1024-1025.

61

Absalom too, is a true-to-life character.

Talen~d

and

high-minded, he stands by the king until his ambition united
with the prompting of artful Achitophel at last proves too
much for his young virtue.

It is only with great difficulty,

.

and after long hesitation that he is· ted to revolt against his
kind father.
Achitophel is cunning and crafty'throughout, and is
portrayed as the perfect foil to David.
Achitophel, grown weary to possess
A lawful fame and lazy happiness,
Disdained the golden fruit to gather free
And lent the crowd his arm to shake the tree.
Now, manifest of crimes contrived long since,
He stood at bold defiance with his Prince,
Held up the buckler of the People's cause
Against the crown, and skulked behind the 1aws. 35
When his perfidy finally comes to light and he treacherously
plans the revolt against the crown it does not come as a
suprise to us, but is what one expected all along.

The

numerous minor characters evolve in their own small way with
the same naturalness and verisimilitude.

So much for the

characters, now for a word about the action.
If th6 characters were true to life but the circumstances
in which they found themselves were entirely impossible the
intinsic proportion of the work would not be satisfactory. But
such is not the case in this work.

35

Ibid., 1. 200.208.

That spoiled children often

,
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injure the parents who showed them special favor is a

~rity.

That a youthful l ambitious nobleman might easily be led into
error by a crafty old courtier is undeniable.

And this is

exactly what happens in "Absalom and Achitophel".

David IS

attitude towards Absalom is reveale~ tn this passage;
To all his wishes nothing he denied l
And made the charming Annabel his bride.
What faults he had (for who. from faults is free1)
His father could not l or h~would not see.
Some warm excesses l which the lew forbore l
Were construed youth that purged by boiling oler;
And Amonls murder by a specious name
Was called a just revenge for injured fame.
Thus praised and loved l the noble youth remained,
While David undisturbed in Siori reigned. 36
Thus favored l we might even saYI spoiled by his father l it is
not suprising that fear of the power of the crown does not
deter him from treachery when false Achitophel entices him to
revolt.

Of this cunning old chief we

rea~1

Achi tophel still wants .,.chief I and none
Was found so fit as warlike Absalom:
Not that he wished his greatness to create l
For politicians neither love nor hate l
But I he well knew his title not allowed l
Would keep him still depending on the crowd l
That kingly power, thus ebbing outl might be
Drawn to the dregs of a democracy.
Him he attempts with studied arts to please~
And shed his venom in such words &.s these :45'(
~

In the speech that follows, aft$r Achitophel heaps such
flattery on the youth as.

36

Ibid. 1 1. 31-42.

37

Ibid., 1. 219-227.
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.,'

Swift unbespoken pomps thy steps proclaim.
And s'tammering babes are taught to lisp thy name. 38
He then goads the youth to revolt with these specious reasons;
All sorts of men by my sucoessfu1 arts,
Abhorring kings. estrange t~eir altered hearts
From David's rule: and 'ttS"" the general cry,
'Religion, cammonwea1th. and liberty.'
If you, &s champion of the public good,
Add to their arms a chief of royal blood,
What may not Israel hope, and what applause
Might such a general gain b~ suoh a cause?
Not barren praise alone. that gaudy flower·
Fair only to the sight. but solid power;
And nobler is a limited command,
,
Given by the love of all your native land.
Than a sucoessive title, long and dark,
Drawn from the moldy rolls of Noah's ark. 39
It does not come aa a suprise when finally
The ambitioua youth. too covetous of fame,
Too full of angels' metal in his frame,
Unwarily was led from virtue's ways.
Made drunk with honor. and debauched with praise. 40
All-of this builds up naturally to the consequence one sees
when.
The crowd that still believes their kings oppress.
With lifted hands their young Messiah bless:
Who now begins his progress to ordain
With chariots, horsemen, and a numerous train;4l
The probability of the interplay of events in the plot
~

,,-

38

Ibid. , 1. 242-243.

39

Ibid •• 1. 390-404.

40

Ibid •• 1. 308-312.

41

Ibid. , 1. 727-731.
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development is quickly

~asped

in this series of

actio~8.

We

saw; before that the characters evolved in a regular and orderly
manner.

From this then, we can say" that the formal or

intrinsic proportion of the both characters and plot is preserved.

,., ..;,

But one criticism that has been leveled against the

plot, and not unjustly, is that the action ends too quietly.
Atter building up to the great struggll between the forces
of Absalom and David the denouement comes quickly and quietly
without the expected pitched battle.

Unless we hold that the

overpowering personality of David was sufficient to frighten the
revolutionaries out of a battle it must be admitted that this
sudden fading out of the action is a defeot against proportion
in the plot development.

This defect diminishes but does not

destroy the due proportion.

There is an equating of the

oharacters and action of the poem with people and acts that
are found in nature.

A natural balance permeates the whole

and fulfills the requirements of proper proportion.

With the

proportion of the poem intact we are ready to turn to the
study of the dominant form, or clarity of the satire.
~f

one haa tried for himself to determine the

dominant form of "Absalom and Achitophel" he is well aware of
the difficulty of the task.

Is it ohiefly a tirade against

the Earl of Shaftesbury? Or .. is it an allegory showing the
evils of revolt and sedition? Or, could it not be just a
dramatic portrayal of the attack of Absalom on the kingship of
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David?

But whatever we ultimately decide on, we must admit that

it is a complex unity of satire, allegory, and narrative.

To

help understand the function of the dominant form-we recall
from our definition the main objective of satire.

We saw that

satire "'is a kind of poetry, ••• in whteb human vices, ignorance,
and errors and all things besides, which are produced from
them in every man, are severely reprehended.- 42

..

The primary purpose of satire is corrective, either
politically, ethically, or aesthetically.
determines the dominant form.

This primary purpose

In "Absalom and Achitophel"

this dominant form is the reprobation of political unrest.
Dryden comes back to this point in numerous places.
God's pampered people whom debauched with ease a
No king could govern, nor no God could please;~3
Those very Jews, who, at their best,
Their humor mbreth~n loyalty expressed,
Now wondered why so long they had obeyed
An idol monarch, which their hands had madej
Thought they might ruin him they could create,
Or melt him to the golden calf, a State. 44
Plots, true or false, are necessary things~
To raise up commonwealths and ruin kings. 40
So several factions from their first fermen
Mork up to foam, and threat the government. 46

."
42

The Works Of John Dryden, ad. by Sir Walter Scott and George
SirntsbUry;-T:-ind A. Constable, Edinburgh, 1887, XIII, 109.

43

"Absalom and Achitophel", 1. 48-49.

44
45
46

Ibid. , 1. 60-66.
Ibid. , 1. 83-84.
Ibid
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In other plaoes also Drydedn oomes. baok to this theme wl,lioh
oonstitutes the dominant form.

This reprobation of politioal

unrest is the essential form whioh is made manifest through
the aooidental forms.

.

..;,

The many perfeotions we

sa~

in the study of integrity and

proportion are part of the splendor of the form.
all the notes that reveal the beauty

In reality,

0' "Absalom and Achitophel"

ar.e aooidental forms that bring out the nature of the essential
or substantial form.

Many of these aooidental forms suoh as

balanoe, rhythm, unity and the like were grouped under integrity and proportion where they were more easily studied.
In addition to the perfeotions arising from the aotion,
portraits, versifioation, and oharaoterization whioh have already
been seen, is that of the allegory.

In a

~ay

in whioh the Bible
~

is a olosed book of seorets it is hard for most people to
appreoiate theforoe, ptteoision, and beauty of this allegory.
In Dryden's time the Bible waathe most extensively printed,
and most widely read book in England.

It formed an integral

part of everyday life. The story of David is always a favorite
with Bible readers.

When Dryden ohose it he immediately had a

narrative that would oaptivate his reading publio. 47

More

.'

outstanding than his ohoioe however, is the skillful way in
47

Cf~

Woroester, 43.

I'
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which Dryden works out the allegory so that the charac.ers of
the Bible story coincide almost perfectly with the po11t1cal
figures of the day, and are eas11y identified with them.

.,

The characters are types which.
,., represent various
political movements.

They are labeled with histor1c names

and cloaked with allegory but are recogni;ed by all. ' A few
obvious tra1ts are borrowed to recall.the well-known contemporary personalities, but they possess many typical
qualities.

While tragedy manifests the type through the

individual, satire on the other hand tends to merge the individual in the type.

The villains in our satire are rebels

as much as, if not more than, they are Absalom and Achitophel.
The single characteristic which in nature is organically
related to many other qualities is here
the heightened effect.

e~aggerated

to secure

It may be said of satire, as of

come~,

that it creates personified ideals, while tragedy creates
idealiz'ed persons. 48 , When it was seen that the author of
-Absalom and Achitophel U so Skillfully worked out these
principles of satire in his work there is little wonder that
the

satir~was

immediately acclaimed the work of a genius by

Dryden's contemporaries.
The restraint of emotion in Dryden's satire is a note

48

Butcher, 385.

that is frequently lacking in the works of other

satiri~,ts ..

yet

it is very necessary for artistic work .. and adds a great deal
to the perfection of "Absalom and Achitophel". Dryden must
have been tempted at times to assail his adversaries with
abusive language but he restrained taenimpulse.

He more

effectively opposes their schemes by moving others to anger
rather than showing this anger himself.

The easy and

to

aristocratic way in which he holds up to ridicule the foibles
of the members of the opposition is a piece of craftsmanship
that deserves the highest praise when we consider that
disgusting name calling and infamous slander were the common
practices in the time in which the satire was written.

Many

think that this "Vergilian calm"49 is one of Dryden's greatest
traits.

It is one of the rhetorical devices that prevent

satire from becoming mere impassioned abuse.
When we add together all these accidental forms we find
that there is a wealth of splendor adorning the substantial
form.

This exemplifies for us the last of the aesthetic

principles that were elaborated in the beginning.

Not only

has the subptantial form been determined as. the reprobation
of political unrest .. but it has &.lso been found that are gr
multitude of accidental forms that give the splendor or clarity
49

Woroester# 158.

,
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to this substantial form., In addition to fulfilling the
requirements of integrity and proportion "Absalom and Aohitophel"
also displays this neoessary splendor of form.

It is safe to

say then, that the prinoiples of Soholastio aesthetios are
verified in this satire.

CHAPTER V
CONCLUSIONS
Looking back over the ground we have covered there seem
to be three major points that we hav.'':airly well established.
The first is the fact that the Schoolmen have. in common a
rather definite system of aesthetics, embracing the same
fundamental principles.

..

This system is\based on the require-

ments of beauty formulated by st. Thomas Aquinas.

Its fund-

amental requisites include integrity of parts, and of functions;
proportion, both structural and formal; and splendor of form.
Under these three major divisions are included many subordinate
points of explanation and exemplification that are, for the
most part, common to the Schoolmen.

But there are many other

points of ultimate explanation on which there is some divergence of opinion.

This does not, however, destroy the main

part of the system from which these branches spring.

Once

these principles, rooted in Scholastic Metaphysics, have been
established they can serve as a criterion to judge the aesthetic '
value of a work of art.
The second point we fixed was the nature of satire. "'We
saw that there is a not. of satire in many forms of literature,
but that this does not make these works formal satire.
Satire can readily be divided into three main diVisions, invective, burlesque, and irony.

But our point here was to
70
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determine that within the realm of satire there is a
where satire is a literary form in itself.

r~ion

The outstanding

examples of this are the formal English satires.

To determine

what is satire and what is not we fall back on the doctrine of

.

the Schoolmen.

Where the substantial -rorm is endowed with the

specific notes of satire the work can be classed as formal
satire, while if the satiric element is only an accidental

•

form the work is not a ,satire, but is novel, lyric, drama, or
whatever the substantial form happens to be.
Thirdly we showed that the principles formulated were
not only true in the abstract, but that they can be applied to
a concrete example, in our case "'Absalom and Achl tophel".

This

satire by John Dryden measures up to these principles in a
very marked way, and has therefore, been rightly judged as one
of the best formal satires in English.

We can safely

s~then,~

that our principles form a valid theory of the beautiful, and
that satire, when it measures up to this theory, can be
beautiful and hence a valid form of art.

I'

There is still one great objection that could be proposed, namely, that if satire, and here "Absalom and Achitophel"
possess so much beauty why is it not more popular.

To

answer this it must be admitted that in literature, just as in
nature or other forms of art there are different kinds of
beauty.

Flowers, mountains, and bushes all have many notes of

72:,

beauty, though that of the bush is usually not considefied as
being

80

sublime as that of the flower or the mountain.

So

too in literature, the lyric, the tragedy, and the satire all
have their elements of beauty, but that of the satire is not
as appealing as that of the lyric o~ ~he tragedy.

It must be

admitted that satire is not a primary form of literature, but
it is still a true form.

It served as a valid example howtil

ever, for if, the principles of the Schoolmen are effective
in finding the true beauty of satire it is readily seen that
they will also easily discover the greater and more impressive beauty of the primary forms of literature.
Satire is by its very nature cut off from the beauty
of the great forms of literature, for if it indulged in
lyric flights or sublime emotions it would fail of its very
purpose.

The audience would turn its full attention to this .....

beauty and forget about the message the satirist wished to
impress upon them.

The beauty of the satire must be only an

accidental form helping to sustain the interst of the reader.
But we can not for this reason neglect satire.
must

agree~with

Our sentiments

Maynard when he says,

But wh~ther satire is immediately
effective or not, the world needs it.
For the sake of our own reputation, we
must let our descendants know that
vulgarity, stupidity, and folly, however
securely entrenched, did not live quite

,
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unchallenged. And it 1s possible
that persistence will be eventually
rewarded. 1

,

1

Maynard, Theodore, "On Satire", America, 44, March 7,
1931, 532.
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